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Abstract: "As long as women of India do not take part in 
public life, there can be no salvation for the country".  
He further declared, "As long as . . ...Women do not 
come to public life and purify.. .. We are not likely to 
attain swaraj".  "Ever if we did", he added, "It would 
have no use for that kind of swaraj to which women have 
not made their full contribution." -Gandhiji, 1925. 
The definitions of democracy indicate that there must be 
people’s participation. Without the participation of its 
citizens, democracy becomes meaningless. Political 
participation is the hall mark of a democratic setup. 
Nature, success and effectiveness of democracy largely 
depend on the extent to which equal, effective and actual 
participation is provided by the system to all its citizens. 
As women comprise about half of the population, this 
section of society requires due attention in the system 
and a due share in process. Citizens' active participation 
in political affairs in a democracy is crucial and 
necessary because it provides legitimacy to the system 
and also strengthens the democratic fabric (Palmer, 1976, 
p.50-57). Democracy will fail in its objectives if women 
citizens lack equal opportunity to participate in the 
governmental decision-making process. They are to be 
equal partners in the nation-building and political 
development. 
In this perspective, the present paper is an attempt to 
examine the extent of women’s participation in the 
electoral fray and representation of women in the formal 
political structures of West Bengal as well as it also 
focuses on the statements of selected women legislators 
of West Bengal regarding women’s political 
participation. 
Key Words: Electoral Politics, Women Participation in 
Politics, Representation in Electoral Process. 
If we do not draw women into public activity,... into 
political life,...then it is impossible to secure real 
freedom, it is impossible even to build democracy, 
let alone socialism.” Lenin, 1943. 
1. INTRODUCTION: 
As we all know that today more and more 
voluntary organizations and national agencies have 
been more concerned about women questions, their 
activities expanding new areas of action and they 
are also seeking to reach out to women in the rural 
and remote areas. The approach to women’s issues 
is also gradually changing from one of protection 
and welfare, to that of participation and 
empowerment. With independence Indian women 
were guaranteed political equality with men. Indian 
Constitution ensures equality into various articles. 
With such initiatives the number of women 
participating in the electoral fray has increased but 
the number of women representatives in the formal 
political structures has never exceeded 15 percent 
of all seats. At the state level, their membership in 
the legislature is abysmally low, lower than their 
numbers in the parliament, with the highest being 
13.26% in the state of West Bengal. With the 
introduction of democratic governance Indian 
women have obtained right to vote, right to 
participation, right to stand for elections and right 
to representation in the parliaments and state 
legislatures but their percentage has remained 
extremely low. Though, in 2011 Government of 
India approved 50% reservation for women in the 
Panchayati Raj Institutions but the 33% women’s 
reservation in the Parliament is still a matter of 
uncertainty. 
2. METHODOLOGY & OBJECTIVES OF 
THE STUDY: 
The aims of the study are: 
 Firstly it examines the extent of women’s 
participation in the electoral fray and 
representation of women in the formal 
political structures of West Bengal. 
 Secondly analyses the statements of 
selected women legislators of West 
Bengal regarding women’s political 
participation. 
 Finally some recommendations were made 
for the promotion of women’s 
participation in politics. 
The study is based on electoral records of the 
election commission of India. Tables are drawn 
based on various secondary data sources to assist 
discussion on the level of women representatives of 
West Bengal. The secondary sources cover books, 
journals, periodicals, government notifications, 
gazette publications, petitions, memoranda, 
research articles and websites etc. 
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3. PARTICIPATION AND 
REPRESENTATION OF WOMEN IN THE 
ELECTORAL PROCESS OF WEST BENGAL:  
Right to vote can be said to be the starting point in 
the struggle for women’s political equality. The 
participation of women in the electoral process is 
an indicator of their political consciousness. In 
India, limited adult franchise was granted to 
women in 1937. Since then, women have been 
participating in political process, as voters, as 
candidates contesting the elections, involved in 
deliberations both in State Assemblies and 
Parliament and also through holding public office 
at different levels in the Judiciary. Women’s 
participation in formal elections is to a great extent 
dependent on the mobilization efforts of the 
political parties, general awareness among the 
community of the importance of exercising 
franchise and overall political culture. The 
representation of women in the Legislative 
Assembly of West Bengal, as reflected in Table 1, 
shows that there were 6 women elected out of 238 
total seats in 1952 and the number of women 
MLAs has reached to 39 out of 294 seats in 2016. 
The percentage of women MLAs has increased 
from 2.52% to 13.26% in 2016 and this is the 
highest ever percentage. The number and 
percentage of women members in the assembly 
always fluctuated and never crossed the limit of 
14%. 
TABLE: 1 
WOMEN MLAs OF WEST BENGAL, 1952-2016 
Years of Assembly 
Elections 
Total No. Of 
Seats 
Total No. Of 
Women Contestants 
Total No. Of 
Women MLAs 
Percentage of 
Women MLAs 
1952 238 - 6 2.52 
1957 252 17 11 4.36 
1962 252 17 14 5.55 
1967 280 20 9 3.21 
1969 280 19 7 2.50 
1971 280 - 6 2.14 
1972 280 - 5 1.78 
1977 294 27 4 1.36 
1982 294 23 7 2.38 
1987 294 35 12 4.08 
1991 294 74 23 7.82 
1996 294 114 22 7.40 
2001 294 114 29 9.86 
2006 294 139 37 12.58 
2011 294 334 37 12.58 
2016 294 194 39 13.26 
Source: Compiled from the data available with the West Bengal Legislative Assembly Library. 
Very few women have been able to reach the high level of power and authority. This is true not only in India but 
in other countries of the world also. Though West Bengal had a woman Governor for a full decade, from 1957 to 
1966, poor representation of women in the state legislature and Ministries has been reflected from 1952 to 2011. 
Poor representation of women in the legislature is held to be the main reason for the small number of women in 
the ministries
 
(Sen Choudhury, 1995, pp.115). 
TABLE: 2 
WOMEN MINISTERS IN WEST BENGAL GOVERNMENT 
Year of Assembly 
Elections 
Total no of Ministers Total no of Women 
Ministers 
Percentage of Women 
Ministers 
1952 30 2 6.66 
1957 30 2 6.66 
1962 37 5 13.51 
1967 19 - - 
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Year of Assembly 
Elections 
Total no of Ministers Total no of Women 
Ministers 
Percentage of Women 
Ministers 
1969 31 2 6.45 
1971 26 - - 
1972 28 1 3.57 
1977 30 1 3.33 
1982 45 2 4.44 
1987 32 1 3.12 
1991 44 4 9.09 
1996 48 4 8.33 
2001   N.A* - - 
2006 N.A - - 
2011 45 4 8.88 
2016 33 3 9.09 
* N.A-Not available. 
Source: http://wbicc.in/wp-content/uploads/2012/12/Council-of-Minister-of-the-WB3.pdf. 
The Congress Government as well as United Front and Left Front Government, was allotted comparatively 
marginal portfolios to women. Even, recently under the woman Chief Minister of West Bengal, the position of 
women ministers has not changed; still the important portfolios like Home, Finance, Foreign, or Defence remain 
in the hands of male and have never been held by a woman. Hence, it is found that the women ministers are very 
negligible in West Bengal, there are only 3 women ministers out of total 33 ministers. The setback to women’s 
participation is even more severe at the state level than in the Lok Sabha (11.4%) and Rajya Sabha (12.24%). 
TABLE: 3 
PARTY-WISE WOMEN REPRESENTATIVES IN WEST BENGAL VIDHAN SABHA, 1952-2016 
Year of 
Assembly 
Elections 
INC *Left Front AIFB Others IND* AITC Total 
1952 3 1 0 2 0 0 6 
1957 8 1 0 1 1 0 11 
1962 13 0 0 1 0 0 14 
1967 6 2 0 1 0 0 9 
1969 2 2 0 3 0 0 7 
1971 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
1972 4 2 0 1 0 0 7 
1977 0 0 2 1 1 0 4 
1982 0 3 2 2 0 0 7 
1987 0 10 2 1 0 0 13 
1991 3 15 2 3 0 0 23 
1996 3 17 0 2 0 0 22 
2001 4 16 1 3 0 5 29 
2006 3 26 2 3 0 3 37 
2011 5 6 0 0 0 26 37 
2016 4 5 0 1 0 29 39 
Source: Compiled from the data available with the 
West Bengal Legislative Assembly Library. 
*IND =Independent,  *Left Front= CPM & CPI 
(M) 
ISSN: 2321-8819 (Online) 2348-7186 (Print) Impact Factor: 1.498 Vol. 5, Issue 5, May 2017 
53 
Asian Journal of Multidisciplinary Studies, 5(5) May, 2017 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The above table shows that there were only 6 
women representatives in the first assembly in 
1952. Their number increased to 39 in 2016. In the 
present Vidhan Sabha we have 4 out of 39 women 
MLAs from the Congress, 5 from the Left Front, 
and 29 from AITC. However, the overall 
representation of women in the Vidhan Sabha is too 
low compare to men representatives. Women’s 
participation in the elections to the State 
legislations shows that only a few women avail the 
opportunity of representing in the assembly. Thus, 
the above table indicates a clear picture that the 
political parties do not usually nominate women as 
candidates in the Assembly elections. 
4. THE STATEMENTS OF WOMEN 
LEGISLATORS OF WEST BENGAL ON THE 
TREND OF WOMEN’S   PARTICIPATION IN 
POLITICS:   
The study has undertaken an attempt to reach in the 
real status of women’s political participation, few 
selected Women ex-legislators of West Bengal 
were interviewed through a questionnaire. The 
legislators interviewed were Mamata Roy, Aloka 
Barman, Renu Leena Subba, Shanta Chettri, Asima 
Choudhury and Sayeda Farhat Afroz. In answer to 
a question on the trend of women’s participation in 
politics, almost all the interviewees seemed to 
agree that, on the whole, many more women are 
participating today than they were in the early 
periods of Indian democracy.  
 Mrs. Renu Leena Subba, an ex-member 
of WBLA (West Bengal Legislative 
Assembly) from the Gorkha League, 
related to politics more than fifty years; 
she thought that women are not active as 
we expect but there is a drawback within 
us, very few effort has made to involve 
women into the political parties and 
politics also. Besides, family and social 
obligations prove to be a major hindrance 
for women and women also think politics 
is not good for them rather they interested 
in self-centric activities. According to 
Mrs. Subba, to make women politically 
active, it is need to organize them. She 
said, though some women organizations 
has been established and regular classes 
are held there, but we should take these 
initiatives more seriously. 
 
 Mrs. Sayeda Farhat Afroz, an ex-member 
of WBLA form the CPI-M, is hopeful 
about women’s participation in politics, 
which shows a healthy trend according to 
her. Women are represented in the elected 
committees at both the district and town 
levels and they are also being members of 
the mass organizations. Party conventions 
and classes are held to educate women 
members regularly. Now-a-day, a fair 
number of women participate from the 
rural areas in the party’s educational 
programmes. The party (CPI-M) focuses 
on women rights in its general propaganda 
and does not leave it to the women’s wing 
only. The party also undertakes door-to-
door campaign to educate women 
politically. Mrs. Afroz also stated that 
poor educational infrastructure and a lack 
of women’s awareness of their rights are 
the main reasons of women’s apathy 
towards political participation. 
 
 Ms. Mamata Roy, an ex-member of 
WBLA from the CPI-M, said that 
participation of women in politics is not 
active enough, day by day the percentage 
of women members is decreasing; in that 
situation more women political activists 
are definitely require. Party conventions 
and conferences are held regularly to 
improve this condition and to make 
women politically conscious. She stated, 
women are very sincere than their male 
counterparts in participating in such 
programmes. But, the low level self 
confidence of women and family or social 
obligations are the general problems faced 
by women in the matter of participation in 
politics. She stated, the status of women’s 
participation in politics is very much low 
compare to its counterparts. 
 
 Mrs. Aloka Barman, an ex-member of 
WBLA from the CPI-M party, thought 
that today 95% women are politically 
active. The party (CPI-M) is organizing 
meetings, programmes to make women 
politically conscious and it is also 
campaigning door to door to involve more 
and more women in the political affairs. 
Though, in the present days women are 
suffering some problems in respect of 
participation in politics, namely in-
security, lack of political awareness and 
also conservative attitudes of the family 
etc. She said, despite of such problems 
women are trying to their level best to 
fulfill all the political responsibilities 
which have given to them. 
 
 Mrs. Shanta Chettri, associated with 
politics since 20 years. She was elected 
from the GNLF party to the WBLA for 
three terms in 1996, 2001 & in 2006, 
presently she is an ex-member of WBLA, 
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presently she has joined to the ruling party 
of West Bengal (AITC) and now she is 
working president of District (Darjeeling) 
Committee of Hill. She said from her 
experience that limited numbers of women 
were coming forward to join political 
activities and also there were few women 
in the elected bodies but now-a-days 
women are participating in politics in a 
large number. She felt that societal and 
family obligations as well as general 
apathy towards politics are the causes 
keeping away women from politics. 
Political uncertainties in the country are 
also discouraging women from political 
participation. She stated, in spite of all 
political parties’ efforts to recruit more 
women in political structures and matters, 
practically women are passively active in 
politics. 
 
 Mrs. Asima Choudhury, related to 
politics more than thirty years. She is a 
CPI-M party worker and she was elected 
to the WBLA for two terms in 2001 & in 
2006. She stated that to strengthen women 
participation in politics we have to work 
for increasing education level of women 
and also should organize awareness camp 
in everywhere. The party (CPI-M) is 
organizing meetings, conventions 
regularly for involving more and more 
women workers in politics. She said, now-
a-days women are trying to being more 
active than they were earlier. While 
women faced some problems in the matter 
of participation in politics from their 
family but they are able to handle these 
obstructions very consciously. Though, 
the women participation in politics is not 
good enough, but Mrs. Choudhury is 
hopeful about the future of women’s 
involvement in the political affairs. 
Thus, from the statements of women legislators, it 
is clear to us that women’s political participation 
and their presence in politics have increased a little 
bit in West Bengal but their role as organizers and 
leaders in politics has remained negligible, except 
in rare instances.  
5. RECOMMENDATIONS: 
The study highlighted certain recommendations for 
the promotion of women’s participation in politics. 
In order to raise the level of women’s participation 
in politics certain measures should be followed. 
Women's problems should be classified as 
problems common to all women and problems 
which are area-specific. Illiteracy is a global 
problem and one of the reasons for the deterioration 
in the status of women. Ignorance of their rights- 
political, social, and economic- leads to the 
exploitation of women and their inability to 
converge to form a pressure group. The interface 
between the grassroots women and the activists 
must be used to build awareness and sensitize 
people, both men and women. Involving men who 
are sensitive to women's issues is a healthy 
practice. It would benefit the cause of women if 
their struggle is seen as a fight for human rights, 
which it is, and not merely as a gender-based 
movement. One of the primary problems, women 
face is lack of information. Therefore, the most 
urgent need is to establish an information network 
to gather information from the innumerable studies 
made and surveys conducted by various women's 
study centers and groups. Gathering and 
disseminating information will have to be the first 
stage. The agenda for action on this front must 
include a cell to collect and provide information for 
women who want to pursue a career in politics 
(EPW 1991, vol-26, issue no-48. pp. 2736-2737). 
Conscious effort must be made to develop 
leadership, to instill self-confidence and to nurture 
self-esteem in women who have the potential for 
political leadership.  
In democratic set up, the political road to decision 
making usually leads to the system via the political 
parties. But, this agent of democratic government 
gives only lip service to the ideal of women in 
politics. Though, the major political parties 
supported the demand of women’s quotas in state 
legislatures and parliament, but they themselves 
gave less than 15% of their total number of tickets 
to women. The political parties raise this issue just 
to earn the support of women organizations and 
activists for election purposes. Given this situation 
of political parties must remove immediately. 
Political parties and other organizations should 
encourage women’s participation in politics and in 
the exercise of political responsibilities. The 
strategy should be to encourage a greater number of 
women in decision-making power. The women’s 
wings of political parties as well as elected women 
leaders have to take immediate and necessary 
efforts to unite and incorporate ordinary women 
and should encourage them to participate in 
political affairs.  
To increase the level of participation of women in 
politics our society and families should give 
importance to women’s issue and support them 
mentally and morally. So, the other agents of 
society as well as Governments will take this issue 
seriously. In this perspective, the State has to take 
some corrective actions to ensure that women 
participate equally in the political sphere. Also, it is 
imperative to adopt certain affirmative action to 
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eliminate the existing discrimination to ensure 
political equality as guaranteed in the Constitution. 
While we know, in order to bring gender-equality, 
constitutional provisions and legal steps are not 
enough, there is most important requirement is to 
change the mind-set of society and its members. 
Therefore, it can be stated that with these special 
measures the pictures of less participation and 
under-representation of women might be altered. 
But, we must pay more attention to the quality of 
representation rather than the quantity. 
6. CONCLUSIONS: 
It is very true that women with same educational 
background, same opportunities and rights behave 
equally with men and in some cases more actively 
than men. It is important to note that if a woman 
has been able to prove herself as an active 
parliamentarian for the one time then she has been 
elected again and again in the Parliament and that 
time political party does not matter from which 
party she belongs. In this regard, women leaders 
such as Vijaya Raje Scindia, Dr. Sushila Nayar, 
Maneka Gandhi, Mamata Banerjee who were/are in 
the position to make or influence public decisions 
on the same footing as men, so they don’t need the 
reference of any political party. But if once she has 
been failed to prove herself then she may be never 
choose by the same political party for the election. 
Though, this trend we have seen rarely in case of 
male candidates. In this respect, one thing is need 
to mention here that male party leaders have shown 
little willingness to include women in party 
decision making bodies or help to create a suitable 
atmosphere for women’s participation in their own 
organizations. This attitude of male party leaders is 
not a healthy sign towards women participation in 
politics and also for democracy. Hence, these 
tendencies of participation and attitudes towards 
women participation in the political process should 
be removed or changed in order to establish gender 
equality in decision-making otherwise democracy 
will be meaningless literally. 
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